The anterior margin of the mammalian gastrula: comparative and phylogenetic aspects of its role in axis formation and head induction.
Recent findings on morphology and gene expression in several mammalian embryos suggest that there is a new landmark and possibly a center with organizer activity in the anterior margin of the embryo at the onset of gastrulation. This review compiles morphological variations and similarities found among mammals during gastrulation stages and, at the same time, stresses the common aspects, at the morphological and the molecular level, of setting up the body plan with regard to axis formation and head induction. Both morphological and functional aspects are then used to draw comparisons with equivalent developmental stages in lower vertebrate species, such as birds, amphibia, and bony fish. Finally, a suggestion is made as to how gastrulation may have evolved in the vertebrate phylum.